RENAISSANCE AND  REFORMATION

of every scholar. The summit of the ambition of Chaucer's
Oxford scholar was to possess twenty books. Now for the
same price a scholar could buy several hundred. The
Italian Renaissance was not only a revival of scholarship. It
was an artistic and scientific revival. It produced a new
and splendid poetry, and still more splendid achievements
in painting and sculpture. By reviving the geographical and
astronomical methods of the ancients, it broke through the
limits of the closed universe and the closed Europe of the
Middle Ages. Astronomers rediscovered the spherical shape
of the earth and found out that it was a planet of the sun and
not the centre of a universe. Their discoveries suggested to
explorers and merchants the possibility of reaching the
fabulous wealth of Asia by sailing into the unknown West.
In the last decade of the fifteenth century Europeans burst
through the Eastern and Western limits of the medieval
world. In 1492 Columbus reached the West Indies, and
in 1497 Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope and
reached India by sea. These discoveries were the result not
of intellectual curiosity but of the urge of economic power.
The expeditions were organised by men whose eyes were
fixed on the wealth of the East, the land of spices and jewels,
of silks and precious metals. The medieval social and econo-
mic structure had been founded in theory, at any rate, on
the analogy of the human body. Lord and priest, knight,
burgher and peasant, were all necessary, though unequal
parts of the organism and were bound together by mutual
obligations. This functional conception of society was being
undermined in the latter part of the fifteenth century by a
vast economic revolution. In the Italian and South German
cities modern capitalism and large scale finance had already
come into existence. Priests and Schoolmen might denounce
usury and popes might issue bulls rebuking the spirit of
mammon, but such protests were of little avail against the
operations of great business houses like the Medici and the
Fuggers. All over Western Europe the medieval social order
was beginning to crumble before the desire for personal gain,
the aggrandisement of the individual at the expense of his
neighbour.